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      The knock at Helena's door came at precisely nine o'clock, just as she was contemplating whether she had enough coal to last the week. She should not have been surprised—Mr. Whitmore, her solicitor, was nothing if not punctual. What surprised her was the expression on his weathered face when she opened the door.

      "Lady Ashworth." He removed his hat, revealing thinning gray hair that looked as if he'd been running his hands through it. "I'm afraid we have a rather urgent matter to discuss."

      Helena's stomach clenched. In her experience, urgent matters from solicitors were never good news. "Of course. Please, come in."

      She led him to her modest drawing room, acutely aware of the faded wallpaper and the single fire burning in the grate. Three years of widowhood had taught her to economize, but she still maintained appearances. A lady always maintained appearances.

      "Tea?" she offered, though she prayed he would decline. She had barely enough for herself.

      "No, thank you." Whitmore settled into the threadbare chair across from her, his briefcase balanced on his knees. "Lady Ashworth, I'm afraid your brother has... that is to say, Mr. Edmund has..."

      "Out with it, Mr. Whitmore." Helena folded her hands in her lap, spine straight. "Whatever Edmund has done, I assure you I can handle it."

      The solicitor's throat worked visibly. "He's accumulated gambling debts. Significant ones."

      Helena's composure cracked, just slightly. "How significant?"

      "Five thousand pounds."

      The number stole her breath. Five thousand pounds—more than she'd seen in her entire life. More than her late husband's entire estate had been worth.

      "To whom?" she managed.

      "Lord Carrick."

      Helena's blood turned to ice. Even she, sheltered as she was, had heard whispers about Lord Carrick. He was not a man who forgave debts. He was not a man who showed mercy.

      "How long do we have?"

      "A week." Whitmore's voice was barely above a whisper. "Lady Ashworth, I must be frank. If this debt is not satisfied... your brother will face debtors' prison. Or worse. Lord Carrick is not known for his patience."

      Helena stood abruptly, pacing to the window. Outside, London bustled with its usual energy—carriages rattling over cobblestones, vendors calling their wares, ladies in fine dress stepping delicately around puddles. Normal life, continuing as if her world hadn't just shattered.

      Edmund. Sweet, reckless Edmund, barely twenty-three and still possessed of all the impulsive charm that had made him their father's favorite. He'd always been able to coax extra pocket money from their parents, extra forgiveness for his scrapes. But their parents were gone now, and Helena was all that stood between her baby brother and complete ruin.

      She'd already sacrificed so much for him—married Baron Ashworth at nineteen to settle the family's previous debts, endured three years of lonely servitude to an elderly man who could barely remember her name. All to keep Edmund safe, to give him the chance their father's gambling had nearly destroyed.

      And now this.

      "What assets do we have?" she asked, her voice steadier than she felt.

      "This house is mortgaged. Your widow's portion is... modest. Perhaps two hundred pounds, if we liquidate everything."

      Two hundred pounds. Against five thousand.

      Helena's mind raced through every possibility—selling the house would barely cover the mortgage. Begging distant relatives who'd already cut ties after her father's scandals. Seeking another moneylender, only to fall deeper into the same trap that had destroyed Edmund. She could throw herself on the mercy of old friends, but who among the ton would risk association with such a scandal?

      "There must be something⁠—"

      "Lady Ashworth." Whitmore's tone was gentle but firm. "I've been your family's solicitor for twenty years. I've examined every option. There is no legal remedy for this situation."

      Helena closed her eyes, pressing her forehead against the cool glass. How could she have been so naive as to trust Edmund's promises of reform? He'd sworn after their father's death that he'd learned his lesson, that he understood the precarious nature of their position. But clearly the pull of the gaming tables had proved stronger than his word.

      "I'll speak to Lord Carrick myself," she said finally. "Perhaps we can arrange terms⁠—"

      "I wouldn't recommend that course of action." Whitmore's words were carefully chosen. "Lord Carrick is not... amenable to negotiation with ladies."

      The implication in his tone made Helena's skin crawl. She'd heard those whispers too—about what happened to the wives and sisters of men who couldn't pay their debts to Lord Carrick.

      A sharp rap at the front door interrupted her spiraling thoughts. Helena frowned.

      "Are you expecting someone?" Whitmore asked.

      "No." Helena smoothed her skirts and went to answer the door herself. She'd dismissed her maid months ago—another economy she'd hoped no one would notice.

      The man standing on her doorstep was not what she expected.

      Adrian Blackwood, Duke of Vallencourt, stood in her modest entryway as if he owned it. Which, given his reputation and wealth, he very well might by the end of the week. He was tall, imposing, with dark hair and eyes that seemed to see straight through her careful composure. His coat was perfectly tailored, his boots gleaming, his very presence radiating the kind of power that came from never having to worry about coal or tea or five-thousand-pound debts.

      "Lady Ashworth." His voice was deep, cultured, with an undertone that made something flutter in her chest. "I hope I'm not interrupting."

      "Your Grace." Helena dropped into a curtsy, mind racing. Why would the Duke of Vallencourt be at her door? They'd been introduced at social functions, of course—he was impossible to avoid during the Season—but they'd never exchanged more than polite pleasantries.

      "I was hoping we might have a private conversation." His dark eyes flicked toward the drawing room, where Whitmore was undoubtedly straining to hear. "Though if you're occupied..."

      "Mr. Whitmore was just leaving." Helena's voice sounded strange to her own ears. "Weren't you, Mr. Whitmore?"

      The solicitor appeared in the doorway, clutching his briefcase. "Lady Ashworth, we haven't finished⁠—"

      "We've finished." Helena's tone brooked no argument. "I'll contact you tomorrow."

      Whitmore looked between Helena and the duke, his expression troubled. But he was too well-bred to argue with a lady in front of a peer of the realm. "Very well. Good day, Lady Ashworth. Your Grace."

      Helena watched him go, acutely aware of the duke's presence behind her. When the door closed, she turned to face him, lifting her chin.

      "Your Grace. To what do I owe this... unexpected pleasure?"

      The duke's mouth curved in what might have been a smile. "I think we both know why I'm here, Lady Ashworth. May I?"

      He gestured toward the drawing room. Helena nodded, removing her worn pelisse and smoothing her skirts as shefollowed him into the small space that suddenly felt even smaller with his presence filling it.

      "Please, sit." He waited until she was seated before taking the chair Whitmore had vacated. The contrast was stark—where the solicitor had perched nervously, the duke sprawled with casual elegance, as if her modest furniture had been crafted specifically for his comfort.

      "I understand your brother has found himself in some difficulty," he said without preamble.

      Helena's pulse stuttered. The timing was too perfect to be coincidence. Had he been waiting, watching for the perfect moment to strike?

      Her cheeks burned. "I'm sure I don't know what you mean."

      "Five thousand pounds to Lord Carrick. Due in a week."

      The words hit her like a slap. "How did you⁠—"

      "Lord Carrick is not particularly discreet about his business dealings. Especially when they involve families of... social standing."

      Social standing. Helena nearly laughed. What social standing did she have? A widow with no fortune, no prospects, no influence. One more scandal and she'd find herself cut direct at Almack's—not that her current circumstances allowed for such social luxuries.

      "I'm not sure how this concerns you, Your Grace."

      "It concerns me," he said, leaning forward slightly, "because I have a proposition for you."

      Helena's pulse quickened. "What sort of proposition?"

      "The sort that would solve your brother's problem. And mine."

      "I wasn't aware you had any problems that required solving."

      His smile was sharp. "I need a wife."

      Helena blinked. "I beg your pardon?"

      "My father's will is quite specific—I must marry and produce an heir before my thirty-fifth birthday, or the dukedom passes to my cousin." His expression grew grim. "I have three weeks."

      Helena stared at him. "Three weeks?"

      "Most ladies of my acquaintance would require months of courtship I don't have. And frankly..." His smile turned predatory. "Ladies with delicate sensibilities would never suit my particular needs. I require a wife who can handle intensity, who understands that producing an heir quickly is the priority."

      Helena's mouth went dry. "I don't understand."

      "Most ladies of my acquaintance would marry me for my title and fortune, then spend the rest of their lives tolerating my presence while spending my money. You, however, need something from me. That makes you... practical."

      "Practical." Helena's voice was faint.

      "Precisely." He leaned back, studying her with an intensity that made her skin prickle. "I'll pay your brother's debts. All of them. I'll also provide you with a generous settlement—enough to ensure you never have to worry about coal or tea again."

      Helena's cheeks flamed. He'd noticed. Of course he'd noticed.

      "In exchange," he continued, "you marry me. Tomorrow."

      "Tomorrow?" Helena's voice cracked. "That's impossible. The banns⁠—"

      "Can be waived with a special license. Which I already have."

      Helena stared at him. "You already have a special license?"

      "I'm a man who plans ahead, Lady Ashworth. When I want something, I don't leave it to chance."

      Helena's mind reeled. Marriage. To the Duke of Vallencourt. The notorious rake who was whispered about in drawing rooms across London. The man who'd never shown the slightest interest in matrimony.

      "Why me?" she asked.

      "Why not you?" He stood, pacing to the window as she had earlier. "You're beautiful, intelligent, and in desperate need of my assistance. You're a widow, which means you understand the realities of marriage without romantic delusions. And you won't require the lengthy courtship that debutantes expect during the Season."

      "More importantly," he continued, his voice dropping, "you won't bore me with attempts at reform or delicate sensibilities that would make producing an heir... challenging."

      Grateful. The word stung, even as Helena recognized the truth in it.

      "And if I refuse?"

      He turned back to her, his expression unreadable. "Then you refuse. I won't force you, Lady Ashworth. But I will point out that your alternatives are... limited."

      Helena's hands clenched in her lap. Marriage to a stranger. To a man with a reputation for vice and scandal. To a man who was offering her salvation wrapped in silk and tied with golden ribbons.

      But also salvation for Edmund. Her baby brother, who would face worse than debtors' prison if Lord Carrick lost patience.

      "What would you expect from me?" she asked quietly.

      Something flickered in those piercing eyes. "Everything."

      The word hung between them, heavy with implication. Helena's pulse hammered in her throat.

      "I don't understand."

      "Don't you?" He moved closer, and Helena caught the scent of sandalwood and something darker, more masculine. "You're a widow, Lady Ashworth. You know what marriage entails."

      "My previous marriage was..." Helena stumbled over the words. "That is to say, my late husband was..."

      "Old. Ill. Incapable of giving you what a woman needs." His voice dropped to a whisper. "I am none of those things."

      Helena's breath caught. "Your Grace⁠—"

      "If you accept my proposal, you'll be mine in every sense of the word. In my bed, under my protection, subject to my... guidance. I don't want a wife who merely tolerates my touch, Lady Ashworth. I want one who burns for it."

      The words sent heat spiraling through Helena's body, shocking her with their intensity. She'd never burned for anything in her life. Had
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